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Abstract 
A unified theory of small businesses has been widely proposed. Nevertheless there are very few studies about the main concerns 
in small business literature. Thus, a systematic mapping study of the available literature was conducted. The main purpose of this 
article is the classification and thematic analysis of the most relevant articles on small business research. Using the Web of 
Science® database, over 500 articles were selected with the string “small business” and its plural on the title. The articles were 
published from 2005 to 2013 and received over 10 citations. Titles and abstracts were analyzed in order to provide a view of the 
major themes and tendencies of the literature on small business. One major thematic area was established, “organizational 
environment”, which has grown in the last decade. On the other hand, classic themes such as "specificity", "creation, failure and 
success", "owner", and "strategy" have declined considerably since the eighties, to be replaced by growing areas such as 
"management" and "new processes". "Public policy", "financing" and "functional areas" have remained fairly popular. 
Systematic mapping studies can provide an overview of the major contemporary themes and concerns regarding small business 
theory. Besides the academic contribution, understanding the major concerns will also have an impact on public policy, 
highlighting specific needs and priority projects. Additional studies should be performed, using more strings, such as "small 
firm(s)" or "small enterprise(s)", and other relevant databases to determine possible gaps in the existing research. 
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In the contemporary economy the importance of small businesses as job suppliers and source of product innovation, 
growth and development of countries is already recognized (BLACKFORD, 1991; JULIEN, 1993; DAY, 2000; 
BARRETT; RAINNIE, 2002; MAES; el al, 2005; BLACKBURN; KOVALAINEN, 2009). The increasing 
importance of small businesses in the international economy defines the literature on the subject as relevant and 
required (JULIEN; LAFRANCE, 1983; JULIEN, 1993; O’GORMAN et al., 2005; TORRÈS; JULIEN, 2005; 
MAES et al., 2005; BRUCE et al., 2009; PREUSS, 2011). Twenty five years after D’Amboise and Muldowney 
(1988) proposed the creation of a specific theory for small business, however, the scientific community still has not 
agreed on specific approaches to small business theory. Indeed, there are very few studies regarding small business 
literature (D’AMBOISE; MULDOWNEY, 1988), which presents the need to investigate which thematic areas 
emerge in the study of small business theory.  
To explore the subject, a systematic mapping study was conducted to map out the available literature and provide an 
overview of relevant articles. The use of the systematic mapping study offers an objective procedure for identifying 
the nature, quantity and major areas of study and particular trends or events of interest (KITCHENHAM; et al, 2007; 
SILVEIRA NETO; et al, 2010; ELBERZHAGER; et al, 2011). 
This study makes a contribution in mapping out the themes and tendencies of the literature on small business, first 
by showing an overview of the thematic areas on small business and second by establishing a quantitative trend in 
time.  
 
2. Literature Review Method 
The review was performed in three stages: first, a search on the Web of Science database was conducted, in  order to 
retrieve the most relevant articles; second a classification grid was developed, and last, all articles selected in the 
first stage were classified. 
The search was done using the strings "small business" and "small businesses" linked by the operative "OR". 1424 
articles were found. Next, only articles were selected, reducing the number of entries to 905. Finally, only the 
articles which had received more than 10 citations were used. The final number of articles reviewed was 536 in 
total. 
The classification grid was defined in a two-step process: first, the main themes and their subthemes were suggested 
based on the group's experience. Eight major themes were proposed: 1) Specificity, 2) Creation, Failure and 
Success, 3) Owner, 4) Strategy, 5) Management, 6) New Processes, 7) Organizational Environment, and 8) 
Functional Areas. The subthemes emerged while defining each major theme. Second, a first round of 50 article 
classifications was done to discuss and validate the criteria employed. One last major group was defined, Other 
Areas, to accommodate all the articles that employed small business data as basis for studies of other subjects, not 
related to small business literature. The final classification grid, with the criteria defined and validated within the 
group, is shown in Table 1. Last, all 536 articles were classified according to the classification grid defined in stage 
2. The results are shown in Table 2. 
The most frequent theme was Organization Environment, with 21% of the total number, or 178 articles. The most 
frequent subtheme was Gender/Ethnicity, with 5,5%, or 46 articles. The second most frequent subtheme found was 
also a subtheme of Organization Environment, Public Policy, with 5,4%, or 45 articles. Financing, also a subtheme 
of Organization Environment, is the third most important subtheme, with 4,9%, or 41 articles. The remainder themes 
and subthemes are fairly spread out, mostly falling below 3% of all articles in frequency. 
Of all articles classified, 26%, or 140 articles, were classified as Other Areas, highlighting a common practice in 
literature: the use of databases provided by government agencies such as the Small Business Administration in the 
United States, or the Business Link program, in the UK, in studies not related to small business. The ease of access 
to data already available might be an explanation for such a high incidence of articles. 
 
3. Concluding Remarks and Future Works 
 
The goal of this article was to perform a systematic review of literature. The most prevalent theme, from 2005 to 
20013, was Organizational Environment. This could be attributed to the constant economic and social change seen 
in the past decade, specially concerning the increased competition among businesses. Besides identifying  
Organizational Environment as a major theme, the systematic mapping also yielded the main themes in 
contemporary small business literature: a) Owner; b) Functional Areas and c) Creation, Failure and Success. It is not 
possible to discuss small businesses without focusing on the owner because of their unique relationship, which 
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justifies it being a major theme in small business literature. The Functional Areas theme is growing in importance 
because of the attempts to close the gap between traditional practices used in large organizations and the small 
business context. The third major theme, Creation, Failure and Success, is very classic. The economic and social 
impact of new businesses, with the creation of jobs and generation of income, draws interest of researchers and 
public policy developers alike. On the other hand, the high rates of failure are still a major concern, again drawing 
attention of researchers and public policy developers. 
 
 
THEMES SUBTHEMES CRITERIA
11-SPECIFICITY specific characteristics of small business (organization, management, market etc.)
12-SIZE implications of size
13-IMPO RTANCE economic and social importance of small businesses
14-MYTH myths regarding the importance of small businesses
15-LIFE CYCLE organization life cycle
16-RESEARCH METHO DS research methods applied specifically to small businesses
21-CREATIO N opening and creating new businesses
22-FAILURE mortality of small businesses
23-SURVIVAL survival of small businesses
24-SUCCESS success of small businesses
25-GRO WTH growth of small businesses
31-O WNERSHIP ownership structure, governance, family, ethics
32-RATIO NALITY application of Weber's definitions of substantive and instrumental racionality
33-O WNER-MANAGER the work of small business managers, the work of owners as managers
34-ENTREPRENEUR entrepreneur, managers with entreprenerial characteristics
35-LEADER the owner as a leader (not including leadership theory)
36-LEARNING training, development and learning curves of small business managers (does not include organizational learning)
37- GENDER/ETHNICITY social, cultural e psychological implications of gender; characteristics of small business with an ethnic basis
41-STRATEGIC PLANNING strategic management; mission, vision, tools such as SWOT analysis etc.
42-ENVIRO NMENTAL  SCANNING/
CO MPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE
environmental scanning; competitive inteligence
43-O RGANIZATIO NAL PERFO RMANCE performance indexes and analysis of small businesses
44-CO MPETITIVENESS competitiveness of small businesses
45-STRATEGIC PRO CESS strategic process; application of strategic theories (except  emerging strategies, which will be classified as 62)
46-BSC applications of Balance Scorecard in small businesses
51-O RGANIZATIO NAL DESIGN organizational characteristics, organizational structure, work organization and technology; team structuring
OBS: the application of IT  tools will be classified as 86
52-O RGANIZATIO NAL BEHAVIO R organizational culture, leadership processes, communication, motivation, group dinamics
53-MANAGEMENT PRACTICES
g p p y p g p p g
OBS: check if classifications 8 - 13 and 41 apply first . This is a classification by exclusion
54-ENTREPRENEURIAL O RIENTATIO N entreprenerial orientation as a new direction within the business, focusing on new business opportunities.
Contrast to the centralized and paternalist  management normally observed.
61-EDUCATIO N/TRAINING management training and development, tutoring and mentoring programs, training programs
62-O RGANIZATIO NAL LEARNING organizational learning processes in small businesses
63- KNO WLEDGE MANAGEMENT knowledge management in small businesses
64-INNO VATIO N inovation processes in small businesses
71-PUBLIC PO LICY public policy and support programs for small businesses
72- FINANCING small business financing - t it les containg the words "credit", "lending", "loans". 
Does not include financial management or specific financial management tools.
73-LO CAL DEVELO PMENT economic and social-political local development
74-AGGLO MERATIO N clusters, productive arrays, cooperation networks, joint ventures, incubators
75-INDUSTRY characterization of specific industries or economic sectors
76-INTERO RGANIZATIO NAL THEO RIES application of environmental theories such as Firm Theory, Industrial Organization,
Resource-based view of the firm, Transaction costs, Ecology etc.
77-RESEARCH SUBJECT specific research areas of interest to the group: metal-mechanic industry, hotel management or retail
78- SUSTAINABILITY/
SO CIAL RESPO NSIBILITY environmental practices and social responsibility practices in small businesses
79- INTERNATIO NALIZATIO N the process of internationalization, export businesses
79B- CO NSULTING interventions on the business not based on training or management development
81-PRO DUCTIO N
82-FINANCES
83-HUMAN RESO URCES
84-MARKETING
85-LO GISTICS
86-INFO RMATIO N TECNO LO GY
The main purpose of the study was not small business. The data came from small business,
but the same study could be applied to large organizations, government agencies, non-profit  organizations etc.
8-FUNCTIO NAL
AREAS
specific tools and methodologies for each area, applied research
9-O /A (O THER AREAS)
7-O RGANIZATIO NAL
ENVIRO NMENT  
1-SPECIFICITY
2-CREATIO N,
FAILURE,
SUCCESS
3-O WNER
4-STRATEGY 
5-MANAGEMENT
6-NEW PRO CESSES
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The conducted systematic mapping study suggested increased interest in three major themes such as Organizational 
Environment, Management and New Processes, as seen in the graphics below. 
 
                                                  
Figure 1. Organizational Environment over the years                                                         Figure 2. Management over the years 
 
 
Figure 3. New Processes over the years 
 
The theme specificity had great visibility until 1984, but decreased since then. Creation, success and mortality of 
small business has oscillated throughout time. Articles about the owner and  strategy of small business has decreased  
THEMES AND SUBTHEMES # ARTICLES % OF TOTAL THEMES AND SUBTHEMES # ARTICLES % OF TOTAL
1-SPECIFICITY 54 7% 5-MANAGEMENT 52 6%
11-SPECIFICITY 15 1,8% 51-ORGANIZATIONAL DESIGN 22 2,7%
12-SIZE 5 0,6% 52-ORGANIZATIONAL BEHAVIOR 6 0,7%
13-IMPORTANCE 14 1,7% 53-MANAGEMENT PRACTICES 12 1,4%
14-MYTH 5 0,6%
54-ENTREPRENEURIAL
ORIENTATION 12 1,4%
15-LIFE CYCLE 8 1,0% 6-NEW PROCESSES 19 2%
16-RESEARCH METHODS 7 0,8% 61-EDUCATION/ TRAINING 0 0,0%
2-CREATION, FAILURE, SUCCESS 82 10% 62-ORGANIZATIONAL LEARNING 3 0,4%
21-CREATION 7 0,8% 63- KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT 1 0,1%
22-FAILURE 12 1,4% 64-INNOVATION 15 1,8%
23-SURVIVAL 14 1,7% 7-ORGANIZATIONAL ENVIRONMENT 178 21%
24-SUCCESS 23 2,8% 71-PUBLIC POLICY 45 5,4%
25-GROWTH 26 3,1% 72- FINANCING 41 4,9%
3-OWNER 102 12% 73-LOCAL DEVELOPMENT 16 1,9%
31-OWNERSHIP 13 1,6% 74-AGGLOMERATION 21 2,5%
32-RATIONALITY 1 0,1% 75-INDUSTRY 15 1,8%
33-OWNER-MANAGER 13 1,6% 76-INTERORGANIZATIONAL
THEORIES
5 0,6%
34-ENTREPRENEUR 20 2,4% 77-RESEARCH SUBJECT 8 1,0%
35-LEADER 1 0,1% 78- SUSTAINABILITY/
SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY
22 2,7%
36-LEARNING 8 1,0% 79- INTERNATIONALIZATION 4 0,5%
37- GENDER/ ETHNICITY 46 5,5% 79B- CONSULTING 1 0,1%
4-STRATEGY 37 4% 8-FUNCTIONAL AREAS 83 10%
41-STRATEGIC PLANNING 5 0,6% 81-PRODUCTION 6 0,7%
42-ENVIRONMENTAL  SCANNING/
 COMPETITIVE INTELLIGENCE
2 0,2% 82-FINANCES 26 3,1%
43-ORGANIZATIONAL
PERFORMANCE
17 2,0% 83-HUMAN RESOURCES 14 1,7%
44-COMPETITIVENESS 1 0,1% 84-MARKETING 6 0,7%
45-STRATEGIC PROCESS 12 1,4% 85-LOGISTICS 0 0,0%
46-BSC 0 0,0% 86-INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY 31 3,7%
9-O/A (OTHER AREAS) 140 26%
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over the years. Functional areas of small business were highly discussed until 2008 whereas public policies and 
financing peaked in 1995 until 2004. 
A greater understanding of the major themes in new business literature may be achieved with new systematic 
mapping studies, performed in other databases and using other strings, such as "small firm", "small venture" and 
"SME", for example. 
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